Although the Shang dynasty sometimes seems archaic and alien from the point of view of later periods, there are important elements of Shang culture that persevered in recognizable forms, even after allowing for adaptation to new historical realities, beyond the Zhou conquest in 1045 b.c. These points of continuity being generally underappreciated, five of the most salient are sketched below, in the hope of spurring renewed interest in China's first historical dynasty: the ritual use of writing, particularly as a mode of communication with the spirit world; the status of Chinese as the sole written language; the notion that some days are auspicious and others inauspicious; a patrilocal and patrilineal family structure that nevertheless accommodated mothers within its ritual order; and "the Deity's command" (di ling). In keeping with the genre of "brief communication," the examples adduced are illustrative rather than exhaustive; a full study of these themes would require an entire monograph.
Although the Shang dynasty sometimes seems archaic and alien from the point of view of later periods, there are important elements of Shang culture that persevered in recognizable forms, even after allowing for adaptation to new historical realities, beyond the Zhou conquest in 1045 b.c. These points of continuity being generally underappreciated, five of the most salient are sketched below, 1 in the hope of spurring renewed interest in China's first historical dynasty. In keeping with the genre of "brief communication," the examples adduced are illustrative rather than exhaustive; a full study of these themes would require an entire monograph.
the Ritual use of wRitinG, PaRticulaRly as a mode of communication with the sPiRit woRld
If the Shang used writing in any connection other than the ancestral cult (especially oracle-bone divination), 2 there is scant evidence for it. In contrast to Mesopotamia, for example, where writing was used from the start to keep accounts and record debts or transactions, 3 for the Shang there are few, if any, examples of mundane applications of writing. Surviving 2. There are bone and shell inscriptions that are not direct records of divination; these are extensively analyzed in Fang Zhisong 方稚松, Yinxu jiaguwen wuzhong jishi keci yanjiu 殷墟甲骨文五種記事刻辭研究, Zhongguo yuyan wenzi yanjiu congkan, 4th series (Beijing: Xianzhuang, 2009). I am indebted to an anonymous referee for this and other helpful references.
3. This was the outstanding insight of Denise Schmandt-Besserat, Before Writing (Austin: Univ. of Texas Press, 1992), I, 184-94.
Shang inscriptions on bronze, jade, stone, 4 and the like are almost always indicative of some ritual use. 5 Perhaps one could argue that other types of documents would have been committed to perishable materials, unlike the bone and shell used for oracular inscriptions, and consequently that the overwhelmingly hieratic nature of the surviving examples of writing is the result of a selection bias, 6 but Adam Smith's recent study of scribal training at Anyang shows that the regimen prepared scribes to write oracle-bone inscriptions and oracle-bone inscriptions only. 7 However commerce was conducted and recorded, it does not seem to have required the participation of cultic scribes.
This evidence supports a general model in which literacy expanded over time from the highly limited sacral milieu at Anyang to the livelier situation in early imperial times, when the state systematically trained legions of scribes to gather and scrutinize administrative data (alongside military personnel who must have received some rudimentary instruction), but gradually lost its exclusive control of literacy, as people with varying degrees of training began to write for private purposes. 8 But the sacral uses of writing endured. Oracle-bone inscriptions seem to have disappeared as a genre soon after the fall of the Shang, 9 but a different kind of inscription, cast in ritual bronze vessels, became no less important. There are late Shang bronze inscriptions, but they tend to be short and uninformative; inscriptions on Zhou bronzes, by contrast, can be relatively long-much longer than oracle-bone inscriptions-and were produced in unprecedented numbers. Some scholars suggest that inscriptions were intended not for human audiences, but for the ancestral spirits invoked during the sacrificial rituals in which the bronzes would have been used. 10 According to this argument, the main purpose of the inscriptions was to inform the spirits of their living descendants' achievements on earth, even if we know that such reports were sometimes embellished, if not baldly falsified. 11 The typical placement of an inscription on the inside of a bronze vessel likewise suggests that its message was supposed to be transmitted to the spirit world together with the food or liquor being offered. There can be little doubt that bronze inscriptions were also intended to be read and cherished by future generations, but this is not incompatible with the idea that communication with spirits is secured by means of writing. Even today, it is not uncommon to find a Daoist priest or other medium writing a message from the spirit world in spontaneous spirit writing, which is subsequently deciphered for the benefit of the uninitiated. 12 2. the status of chinese as the sole wRitten lanGuaGe For a patently multi-lingual society like premodern China, 13 the first written non-Sinitic languages appeared remarkably late. The oldest examples may be the so-called "Ba-Shu scripts" 巴蜀文字 (sometimes called "Ba-Shu pictographs" 巴蜀圖語) of the fifth and fourth centuries b.c., of which there were at least three different kinds, but they remain undeciphered and might not even represent true writing. 14 The next candidates thereafter-probably Prakrit documents from the Kingdom of Shanshan 鄯善, written in the Kharoṣṭhī script 15 -do not appear for many centuries. These facts do not by any means permit the inference that Chinese was the sole spoken language; rather, they encourage the historically fascinating inference that Chinese was chosen to be the universal written one.
For the Shang, the exclusive use of Chinese can be partially explained with reference to the ancestral cult. If the Shang kings spoke (an archaic form of) Chinese, then their ancestors presumably spoke Chinese as well, and thus one would have to communicate with them in written Chinese. But oracle-bone inscriptions attest to sacrifices to numerous spirits such as the winds (feng 風/鳳), 16 the spirit of the Yellow River (he 河), and so on, and it might have been less obvious that such beings communicated exclusively in Chinese too. For Zhou and later periods, moreover, as writing attained other functions, restricting writing to Chinese must have become more and more of a conscious cultural choice, 17 because the possibility of writing some other language would not have been unthinkable. It is well known that the kings of Chu 楚, Wu 吳, Yue 越, and Zhongshan 中山 originally spoke languages other than Chinese, and doubtless there were elites familiar with the concept of writing who spoke some other language at home. But the degree to which one could recite poetry and conduct diplomacy in Chinese was regarded, irrespective of one's mother tongue, as the manifestation of one's cultural attainment. 18 The same does not seem to have been true of any other language. There is, consequently, no directly attested non-Sinitic literature from before modern times.
3. the notion that some days aRe ausPicious and otheRs inausPicious, and only a sPecialist can tell them aPaRt
David N. Keightley's tabulation of all days identified in oracle-bone inscriptions as lucky or good reveals a preference for geng 庚, yi 乙, xin 辛, ding 丁, and jia 甲 days, 19 but the principles underlying these discernible results remain scarcely understood. For example, a famous divination performed for the pregnant Fu Hao 婦好 reads:
If she gives birth on a ding day, it will be excellent; if it is on a geng day, there will be prolonged luck; if it is on renxu day [i.e., Day 59], it will be inauspicious.
Keightley has observed, moreover, that specific days of the ten-day week (xun 旬) were construed as lucky or unlucky, but specific times of day were not. Shang diviners thus practiced what we would call hemeromancy, or divination about auspicious or inauspicious days. Later texts, especially bamboo manuscripts, contain rich material relating to hemeromancy, which was performed by specialists called rizhe 日者. 21 (Even Matteo Ricci commented on such customs.) 22 The principles were by no means the same as those that prevailed in Shang times (for example, many later schemes associate days with the Five Phases 五行), 23 but the basic idea that there are auspicious and inauspicious days for momentous events is a distinctive and evidently primeval element of Chinese culture.
a PatRilocal and PatRilineal family stRuctuRe that neveRtheless accommodated motheRs within its Ritual oRdeR
The Shang was literally a dynasty, that is, a ruling family that remained in power for generations. As the recorded genealogy grew, the cycle of rites on behalf of royal ancestors came to require nearly a year (si 祀). 24 The ancestors who enjoyed such devotions consisted of all those who had ruled as king and claimed direct descent from the putative lineage founder, Shang Jia 上甲-as well as their consorts who had borne male heirs. 25 Royal ancestresses received cult alongside royal ancestors, but the ancestresses were not descendants of Shang Jia themselves; rather, they were the wives of kings who were descendants of Shang Jia. Thus membership in a lineage was determined, for males, by the identity of their fathers, and, for females, by the identity of their husbands. Inevitably, a daughter would have been recognized, upon birth, as destined for a lineage other than that of her male relatives. This is significant because it is precisely how membership in a lineage was normally reckoned throughout Chinese history. 26 Divorce, remarriage, and sometimes sheer financial exigencies could necessitate exceptions to the system, 27 but the expected pattern was that a daughter would leave her natal lineage upon marriage and join the lineage of her husbandwhere a vital ritual role awaited her, and where she would be remembered by her descendants as an honored mother, grandmother, and so on through the generations.
"the deity's command"
The doctrine of Heaven's Mandate (tianming 天命) is usually presented as a Zhou innovation and a radical break from earlier political discourse: Heaven (tian) is said not to appear in Shang oracle-bone inscriptions and to have been a Zhou concept. 28 Nevertheless, some oracle-bone inscriptions speak in remarkably similar terms, albeit with "the Deity" (di 帝), 29 rather than Heaven, as the supreme arbiter: 貞：不隹帝令作我禍。 31 It is not because the Deity commands them to make disasters for us.
It is, in fact, impossible to know whether 帝令 stands for di ling, "the Deity commands," 32 or di ming 命, "the Deity mandates," because ling and ming are not consistently distinguished in palaeographical literature. The phrase is thus very close to tianming.
Such inscriptions are uncommon but highly significant, for when we read that the disapproving Deity could command an alien fighting force to attack the Shang, 33 we can only suppose that a notion adumbrating Heaven's Mandate was already in place. 34 Further support for this inference lies in the metaphor chosen to represent the attack. Diverse words for "attack" appear in oracle-bone inscriptions, including fa 伐, "to chop, to hew," qin 侵, "to raid, to encroach upon," and zai 烖, "to cause damage" (identical both semantically and phonologically to zai 災, "disaster"), but notice in the above inscription that the verb is zheng 征 (Old Chinese *teŋ), 35 "to correct, to punish." This word is cognate with zheng 正 (Old Chinese *teŋs), "to rectify," one of the most basic concepts of later moral philosophy. It would be one thing for unnamed barbarians to raid or to harm the great Shang polity, but if they were construed as correcting or punishing it, one has to suspect that they could do so, in the Shang imagination, only if the Deity commanded them. 36 Thus if it seems difficult to accept, at least at first blanch, the pretense in the Shangshu 尚書 (and related sources) 37 that the vanquished Shang populace heard and then docilely accepted the Zhou conquerors' self-serving explication of Heaven's Mandate, perhaps part of the reason was that they themselves held similar convictions about divine command. This is not to say that di was simply the Shang name for tian, for there were fundamental differences; for instance, there was no "Son of the Deity" analogous to the Zhou concept of "the Son of Heaven" (tianzi 天子). 38 ***human world and the spirit world, 39 and the cult underlying the oracle-bone inscriptions was consequently indispensable to his legitimacy. By contrast, the Zhou King's most important functions soon became political: serving as the patriarch of the interconnected territorial lords (zhuhou 諸侯), appointing men to fill positions in the expanding bureaucracy, and occasionally leading troops into battle. 40 I do not wish to overstate this point, because the Shang King may have performed comparable political tasks; our sense of him as primarily a cultic figure may be skewed by the unavoidable reliance on oracle-bone inscriptions as historical sources. Moreover, the Zhou King surely still presided over state rituals, and the ya 雅 and song 頌 sections of the Odes depict a religious environment that still emphasized communication with ancestral spirits. 41 Nevertheless, the extinction of oracle-bone inscriptions soon after the establishment of the Zhou dynasty must be a testament to fundamental changes in the dominant world view. Zhou society was already more complex than Shang society, and as the complexity only increased over time, the old ways no longer sufficed.
